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Ghosh	in	(Nobel,	2011);		“If failure means 
liquidating all assets, with investors losing 
most or all the money they put into the 
company, then the failure rate for start-ups 
is 30 to 40 percent... If failure refers to failing 
to see the projected return on investment, 
then the failure rate is 70 to 80 percent. And 
if failure is defined as declaring a projection 
and then falling short of meeting it, then the 











































































An interview with four 
Irish designer-founders 
DOI	10.31880/10344/7524
Four Irish Designers are blazing a trail in business with a design approach as their 
competitive advantage. In this article, Martin Ryan and Trevor Vaugh hear from the 
co-founders of Izzy Wheels, Turbo-spoke and Connect the Dots as they share the story 
of their early success and the underlying insights driving breakthrough in their markets. 
With start-up failure rates of up to 90%, it is clear that current approaches to growing 
new ventures is not delivering sufficient returns. This article introduces a potentially 
important missing element - Design. While passion, rigour and talent are essential traits in 
entrepreneurs, the most important success factor is the identification of a real problem and 






































































Describe your offering and its  
innovative features?
Ailbhe:	My younger sister, Izzy, was born 
with spina bifida and is paralysed from her 
waist down. Growing up she found it very 
frustrating and upsetting that there was 
nothing available for her to personalise her 
wheelchair. Her chair was the first thing that 
people noticed about her but it wasn’t a 
reaction of her bright and bubbly personality. 
Izzy and I have always been best friends and 
when we were little we always loved dressing 
up her chair for special occasions. I came up 
with the idea for Izzy Wheels in 2016 when I 
was in my final year in The National College 
of Art and Design. I designed a range of 
stylish wheel covers for wheelchairs so that 
users could express their individuality. We 
came up with the tagline ‘If you can’t stand 









What were the breakthrough insights 
and steps taken that shaped the early 
development of your business? 
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Insight 1: “We started off quite organically - 
just noticing a problem. We had been going 
to many conferences, networking events, and 
talks, but too often left feeling disappointed. 
The events seemed out of touch with what 
people wanted to hear and talk about. As a 
result, they were not as engaging, productive, 
or impactful as they could have been. We 
realised this was because the content and 
format of events were being decided from 
the top-down - based on guesswork rather 









































































































































































































towards ‘Conjecture - Analysis’ or	more	
simply,	“Build, Measure, Learn”	as	evangelized	
by	the	lean	start-up	movement	(Reis,	2011).
Entrepreneurs	are	a	vital	component	in	
building	and	sustaining	a	nation’s	economy.	
Therefore,	it	is	crucially	important	that	the	
climate	and	supports	are	in	place	to	help	
nascent	entrepreneurs	in	their	quest	for	
success.	We	hope	these	three	stories	offer	
inspiration	to	the	budding	entrepreneur,	
and	further	learning	and	example	for	those	
who	support	entrepreneurial	efforts.	We	are	
excited	to	follow	Turbospoke,	Connect	the	
Dots	and	Izzy	Wheels	on	their	journey	and	
we	hope	to	see	how	the	mindset,	tools	and	
process	of	design	will	further	drive	successful	
start-ups.	
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